
User interface layout changes made to implement Massey branding

In this Section we discuss how we've combined the layout of the default Sympa theme and the 
Massey template1 to create a custom Massey Sympa theme.  Below, we show completed screenshots 
for these cases, before discussing the design process we undertook:

Each of the screenshots below have been annotated with Regions which we define in Table 1 
(which is located after Figure 3).  We use these regions to discuss how we've combined visual (UI) 
elements together to create the new theme.

We present the following Figures:

• Figure 1 shows the landing page of the default Sympa theme

• Figure 2 shows the homepage of a typical Massey Departmental webpage

• Figure 3 shows the landing page of the Massey Sympa theme

With regard to the Massey template, we started from a Massey departmental page, as the left 
navigation and main display pane areas contain links and actions which are relevant to the 
department concerned only, which is also the case for service / administrative user interface such as 
the Sympa web UI.

Layout of the Default Sympa template:

Figure 1: Screenshot showing the default Sympa template, annotated with regions as defined in  
Table 1.

1 From the central (ITS) content management system (CMS).
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Layout of a Massey departmental webpage:

Figure 2: Screenshot showing the a sample Massey departmental webpage, annotated with regions  
as defined in Table 1.

Note: Unlike the Sympa “S” layout (Figure 1), we group elements on the Massey page more 
broadly; for example “M1” includes many UI elements including the University's logo, Navigation 
breadcrumbs, Language translation, and a sitewide Search box.  We do this because these blocks 
are mained centrally by the University and therefore aren't customisable.
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Layout of the Massey Sympa theme:

Figure 3: Screenshot showing the landing page of the completed Massey branded Sympa theme,  
annotated with regions as defined in Table 1.
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The following Table provides a list of regions which we have defined:

Label Region description

Case “S”: Sympa default
S1 Sympa toolbar
S2 Search box (floating)
S3 Index of lists and link to manage subscriptions
S4 International language selection
S5 Sympa footer including product version number
S6 Main menu
S7 Main display pane
S8 Misc (RSS feed; Jump to top of page icon)

Case “M”: Massey template
M1 Massey header (Navigation breadcrumbs; University crest; 

Site search; Language selection)
M2 Site CMS location
M3 Left navigation menu
M4 Main display pane
M5 Massey footer

Case “SM”: Sympa Massey theme
SM1 Unchanged from M1
SM2 Unchanged from M2
SM3 New left navigation menu (discussed in more detail later)
SM4 Main display pane which contains custom content (as 

discussed in more detail later)
SM5 Unchanged from M5
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Development of the custom left navigation menu and main display pane

In developing the Massey Sympa theme, we have taken the following observations and comments 
into account:

Note: There are a lot of changes detailed below, so we have tried to illustrate these graphically 
in Figure 4.

• When the Index of Lists is large, which, for List administrators, is typical, the left navigation 
pane S3 (Figure 1) becomes very “tall” which leads to an unnecessarily large (and 
potentially disproportional) webpage.  This is an issue which affects Sympa out of the box. 
We think this represents a poor design choice, especially when a large main display pane is 
available. 
Note: Figure 5 shows a real-life example of this issue, which has been taken of the the 
production (Sympa 5) environment for a Sympa listmaster (Patrick Rynhart).

• Further to the above item, it is typical for a left navigation area to contain “action” links; 
examples: “Request a New List”; or “Search Archives”.  In the case of default Sympa, 
however, it's an index.  The floating breadcrumb “Main Menu” (S6 in Figure 1) and the 
toolbar (S1 in Figure 1) both contain “action” links, so we propose to refactor these into a 
left navigation menu.  In doing so, the Index of Lists (previously S3) will be moved to a 
“Index of Lists” hyperlink, in the left navigation menu, which will display content in the 
main display pane.

• We already have a header and breadcrumbs supplied by the Massey template (see Figure 2). 
However, the above actions mean that the Sympa header and breadcrumbs are conveniently 
redundant.

• We also change the order of the options in S6, so that “Home” is the first item in the list.

• There is a lot of “wasted” space in the default landing page of the main pane (S7 in Figure 
1).  We will make better use of this space by providing a friendly welcome, and for a quick 
links “What would you like to do ?” section to be added (which we can customise at any 
stage).

• Further to the above item, we don't make use of mailing list categories with the existing 
Sympa 5, and don't have any plans to enable this with Sympa 6 (especially since it's unlikely 
we will adequately cover all topics, thus ending up with many lists in the “Misc” category). 
Therefore we don't display “Mailing list categories” (as shown in S7, Figure 1).

• The floating search box (S2; Figure 1) can cause problems if a form containing an input 
field exists in the main display pane.  We also don't want to allow authenticated users to 
search for lists (see earlier in this document).  Therefore, replace the search box with a 
hyperlink, which is only displayed for authenticated users.

• We are providing the Sympa UI in English only (and already have a translate button in the 
top right thanks to the Massey template – see Figure 2).  Therefore we delete S4 (Figure 1).

• We delete the Sympa footer S5, and make use of the Massey footer instead.

• Delete all elements in S8 (i.e. RSS news feed link; jump to top of page).

We think that Sympa should implement some of the above changes too!
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Graphical summary of changes made with the left navigation and main display pane areas:

Figure 4: Graphical summary showing change in UI elements as a result of the Massey branded Sympa theme.



Appendix A: Screenshot showing a usability design issue:

Figure 5: Illustration of a design problem with Sympa out of the box for users subscribed to a large  
number of lists.  (Real-life example: note size of right-hand scroll bar.) 
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